Polaroid, Aperture and Ansel Adams:
Rethinking the industry-aesthetics divide [Edwin] Land could invent new cameras every hour and still would not increase the awareness of photography as a creative medium because his cameras are designed for the amateur.
- demonstration, that the aesthetic status of photography was not intrinsic to the medium, but wholly contingent. Institutions (museums, galleries, art schools) and their subjects (curators, collectors, educators, critics) were not discovering the artistic value of great photographs and photographers, but were in fact directly responsible for producing that value through their practices and operations.
Furthermore, these critics were always keen to point out, following Walter
Benjamin, that the mechanical means of production of photography more or less ruled out of court most claims about its conventional art-content. 2 Although all this critical work slowed not a bit the accession of art photography to the market place, it could at least be said that the critical photography theorists won the high ground in the Universities and the advanced journals of debate. That the suspicion of photography as art was in the ascendancy intellectually in the early 1990s is attested by a series of complaints made by Bunnell in his Degrees of Guidance: Essays on Twentieth-Century Photography about the excessive attention being paid to 'the ontology of the medium' and its 'mass media connotations' at the expense of the 'individual artist'. 3 He doesn't name names, but 'postmodernism' in general is given the blame for this failure to take into account what really matters: 'creativity in photography -the individualized sensitivity of the photographic artist'. 4 Given this background, it is little wonder that Solomon-Godeau seems impatient in her recent response to 'The Art Seminar,' a roundtable discussion published alongside written responses under the title Photography Theory. The title of her brief intervention -'Ontology, Essences, and Photography's Aesthetic: Wringing the Goose's Neck One More Time' -gives a pretty clear sense of her frustration at the preoccupations of the roundtable, which spent a considerable amount of time debating, inconclusively, the indexicality of photography, as well as its supposed 'specificity' as a medium. For her, the doubting of photography's indexicality and the desire to identify what is specific to the medium are ways of smuggling back in the idea of the 'essentially iconic status of the photographic image' put about by 'John Szarkowski and his epigones'. 5 The result: 'a great deal of conversation about photography-in-the-art-world', and a foreclosure of the basic insight that 'the greatest use of photography is for manifestly unaesthetic purposes'. 6 The evident exasperation is of one who thought she had prevailed in the conceptual battle only to discover the next day that she has lost the war. In the face of this regression to an emphasis on the iconicity of photography, Solomon-Godeau urges a renewed attention to the instrumentality of photographs, to 'all those elements of photography that exceed the camera, the individual picture, and the individual photographer….not least, the industrial…structures that underwrite, shape, manufacture, and disseminate them'. 7 Paradoxically, it is on this very point that Solomon-Godeau is closest to agreement with Bunnell, who is of course one of those 'epigones' of John Szarkowski (long-time director of photographic collections at MoMA, populariser of the thesis of artistic autonomy of [some] photography, and bête noire of critical photography theory). Even if they disagree about what it means, Bunnell and Solomon-Godeau concur on the separation of 'photography-in-the-art-world' from the industrial or mass base of photography.
Whereas Solomon-Godeau argues that the former is a relatively insignificant manifestation of the world's photographic practice that has been made a privileged object of study at the expense of the latter, Bunnell affirms that the latter is of no interest for those who concern themselves with what really matters -photography as a 'creative medium'. They occupy opposite poles of the dispute, but they are in full accord over the definition of the field, the existence and isolation of the poles.
In the epigraph to this essay Bunnell invokes this fundamental disconnect and cites the case of Edwin Land, inventor of 'one-step' or Polaroid photography as his example. He made the comment in response to the commercial launch of the SX-70 by Polaroid in 1972, and his dismissal of the invention as a purely 'amateur' device was very much in line with the professional and critical consensus at the time. 8 However, the example is in fact a poor one. Figure 4) . In other words, no slogans, no direct plugs for specific merchandise, and from Issue 3:1 (1955), even the words 'Polaroid Corporation' were no longer in bold face. 21 These very muted 'ads' cost Polaroid $100 per issue in the first instance (rising to $3500 for the final ad) 22 , not including engravers' expenses. 23 Given Aperture's low circulation and precarious financial situation, then, this APERTURE is now taking advertisements of dignified quality….The usual commercial type work is not desired -the advertisements would be simple and direct, and attractive. 27 In spite of Adams' persistence the negotiations were protracted, and he had to regularly remind both Morse and Land himself that the ad would reach 'a considerable audience -highly selective', 'a highly selective group'. 28 Clearly, there was no great urgency within Polaroid about this project, with Adams complaining to Morse at one point that Richard Kriebel (Chief of Publicity) was too preoccupied with conventional advertising to pay attention to a range of projects Adams had proposed. 29 36 This may have been a way of reasserting Aperture's independence, but there is no hiding the fact that White was working as an employee of Polaroid, and it was the company that had commissioned the article.
In 1959, the magazine published yet another article on Polaroid photography, this time emphasising its usefulness in 'Photographic feedback'. 37 It could be argued, of course, that far from compromising Aperture's aspirations to freedom from commercial contamination, this story of its involvement with Polaroid simply illustrates the conditions under which it heroically laboured for the idea of a pure photography. There is something in this argument, but only if we accept the possibility of a fundamental fissure between aims and outcomes.
Critical photography theorists in the 1980s identified Aperture as one of the key early proponents of a concerted effort to 'narrow photography' by emphasising the 'autonomy of the image' over its manifold other uses 38 ; more specifically 'Aperture's publishing philosophy' stressed 'the valorization of individual artistic genius by the excision of photography from meaningful political or social contexts'. 39 In this capacity, the magazine was one of a number of cultural agents instrumental in the 'institutional consolidation and triumphant legitimation of photography as a fully "auratic", subjectivised, autonomous, fine art'. 40 
Illustrating the Polaroid Annual Reports
Polaroid Corporation was originally formed in 1937 to manufacture and sell polarizing filters, but by 1952, 81% of its turnover was in camera and related sales, a figure which had risen to almost 97% by 1958. 43 For a company almost exclusively devoted to photography, it therefore made sense that its Annual
Reports not only presented facts and figures, but also featured examples of finished products in the form of Polaroid images. However, as Adams noted with concern about the 1953 version, many of the images in the Report were not in fact made on Polaroid film, although he thought it essential that they should be. 44 Adams' advice appears to have been taken, and over the years the Reports become assiduous in detailing the types of Polaroid film (there were many) on which reproduced photos had been taken. His advocacy also appears to have enabled the introduction in the late 1950s of 'fine art' photographs into the Annual Report, but they had to rub shoulders there with other kinds of photograph, and this incursion was in any case short-lived, although the 1970s would see their return under new conditions. In any case, the Annual Reports at no point allowed for the narrowing of photography sought by the fine art lobby and decried by the critical photography theorists.
Over the period 1955-1985, Polaroid Annual Reports make use of four basic types of image:
1. The purely illustrative image which displays a new piece of merchandise: a camera, a roll of film, a pair of sunglasses, or other product. In these images, the photograph as photograph is rarely at stake, for it is the content of the picture which matters most. This is not the case for the other three types, which all appear as examples of photographs in themselves, whatever their content.
2. The vernacular or amateur snapshot. This type of photography of course formed Polaroid's core business, and the Annual Reports feature innumerable images where domestic happiness prevails and children, pets, and babies are the protagonists.
3. Examples of the professional, industrial, and business uses of Polaroid photography, ranging from real estate, photojournalism, and police work through to highly specialised scientific applications in stereoscopy and micrography. These images are often identified as taken on, for example, the MP-3 or CU-5 cameras.
4. The photograph as aesthetic object. In this case, the photographer is always named and the image itself is usually framed in such a way as to call attention to its status as art-image. Whereas types two and three above are shown for their indexical or use value, this fourth category is presented for its iconicity.
Inevitably, these categories often overlap and are regularly porous with each other.
For example, the front and back cover of the 1959 report feature images from Portfolio #1, a book by John Wolbarst which drew on a photo competition run by
Modern Photography for Polaroid camera users. On the inside of the report, meanwhile, there is a 1¾ page spread by Nick Dean of a 'Snowbank, Malden'. 45 The latter clearly aspires to the Adams-Aperture school of US landscape photography, but the former also have 'aesthetic' pretensions, even if they are not necessarily the sort to get the approval of the f/64 group. Equally, the photomicrograph of the retina of a toad on the front cover of the 1977 report is there to display the technical accomplishments of the film and its great indexical value, but it is also obviously meant to be 'beautiful'. If the discourse of fine art photography aims to bracket a small number of photos for their iconicity, the 55 However, it could equally be argued that the eventual narrowing of the magazine to a concentration solely on fine art photography was not to escape a promotional function but to intensify it. As Solomon-Godeau noted around the same time, the role of photography 'criticism' of the sort found in Close-Up was 'to serve as a more or less sophisticated public relations…apparatus'. 56 It did not matter if a particular article was critical of this or that 'artist' or exhibition, because the overall effect of Close-Up in the 1980s was to affirm the intrinsic value of photography as autonomous and auratic. Indeed, the case could be made that Close-Up was most interesting in its moment of schizophrenia and eclecticism, when it refused to make value judgments in favour of any single type of photographic practice. Its attempt to explore the 'intersection of art and science' was doomed because for photography to be hailed as an art, the science must be repressed, forgotten. As Anne McCauley puts it, 'the medium is not an art unless its defining characteristics are ignored', 57 and
Close-Up's early remit was precisely to consider those technical characteristics and potentialities alongside the supposed 'aesthetic dimension'. After that it was just another photo-art magazine in an increasingly crowded marketplace. the vision and print-making skills of the individual photographer that made great photos, whereas for Land, the ease of use of the Polaroid camera meant that anyone could produce a solid standard of image. That it was the technology that was doing the making in Land's version of the 'aesthetic' is clear from a letter to shareholders in the 1976 Annual Report where he claims that thanks to 'the ever increasing simplicity of our cameras…the population of aesthetically competent photographers is rapidly expanding'. 59 So, in the 1950s Polaroid provided funding and refuge for an idea of photography whose time was yet to come, without in fact sharing the ideological precepts of that idea. When its time did come, Polaroid discovered that it had been quietly supporting this project in a small way for a long time, and accordingly adjusted part of the company history. The result was a number of publications and activities in the 1970s and 1980s that were simply piggy-backing on developments in the photo-art-world. Polaroid thus found itself in the odd position of endorsing as valid the divorce of photographic industry and art when so many of its practices heretofore had confirmed the opposite to be the case.
